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In today’s retail environment, the customer wields more power than ever before. A 
negative experience means you could lose at least one potentially loyal customer 
because there are so many other places to purchase the same or similar products. And 
the impact of that one encounter could stretch well beyond that one client if the person 
writes an unfavorable review online or simply shares the experience with family and friends. 

Such disappointing experiences are often a product of outdated or inflexible systems or 
processes that shape the customer’s journey behind the scenes. Industry analysts note 
that consumers do not think about the different channels – desktop, mobile, in a store – 
through which they purchase goods. To them, it all falls under the broad umbrella of 
“shopping a brand.” Customers have gained power at a time when it is more challenging 
than ever before to keep them happy. 

The so-called “Amazon effect” has put retailers in a difficult spot: customers have come 
to expect bargain-bin prices with fast, free shipping. The e-tailer continues to raise the 
bar with services like Prime Now, which offers free two-hour delivery in more than 25 
metro areas, and Amazon Go, brick-and-mortar shops that allow customers to walk out 
of the store without checking out at a register. Supporting both low prices and exceptional 
customer service requires near-perfect operational efficiency that most retailers, as 
things currently stand, cannot match.  

Retail leaders are keenly aware of these developments. They understand that the customer 
experience is the difference between a healthy, growing business and a familiar tale of 
store closures and sinking stock prices. Retailers still need to catch up to the major IT 
investment required to keep up with a powerhouse like Amazon. Long-term growth can 
only be achieved with the latest, greatest fulfillment infrastructure. But revamping and 
aligning strategy, people, systems, and processes is a tremendous undertaking that can 
make those big-picture goals seem unattainable. 

THINNING MARGINS
To maintain sustainable profit margins, retailers must find ways to make their supply 
chains more efficient. That requires a careful evaluation of every link in the supply chain 
to identify the areas with the most room for improvement. Lay out your current processes 
and build an executable plan that will put your organization ahead of the curve. Obviously, 
it’s hard to stay ahead in such a 
dynamic environment. That’s why 
this is not a one-time exercise but 
rather a continuous process – an 
approach called continuous process 
improvement (CPI). It is important 
to establish a repeatable model 
that will allow you to complete this 
evaluation on a regular basis. 

Resolving the inefficiencies in your 
supply chain is directly tied to the 
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solutions you have implemented. You need flexible technology that allows you to change 
workflows as you see fit. Preferably, your IT team – not the vendor – can update your 
software to account for new processes. Only best-of-breed solutions will allow you to 
optimize your supply chain so that you can pass on savings to consumers and watch your 
business thrive. Already, you can see how the investment in the right solutions will help 
you stand out in an extremely competitive retail environment. 

MULTIPLE ORDER TYPES AND ORDER VOLUME FLUCTUATION
Another hurdle retailers face is juggling multiple order types in one facility. This typically 
includes online, retail store replenishment and drop-ship orders. And this is only the 
beginning. New channels will continue to emerge as innovators like Amazon popularize 
them and customer preferences change accordingly. The warehouse must be thought of 
as a fluid environment. The challenges of today must be overcome so you can focus on 
the opportunities of tomorrow.

The channels noted above require their own protocols. While a replenishment order 
could include a truckload full of pallets, an online order is often single-line or single-unit. 
The volume involved in each of these order types means picking and shipping activities 
are quite different. Instead of one or more full truckload shipments, there could be 
hundreds or thousands of small packages sent from the warehouse every day. Drop 
shipping, an increasingly common service for retailers, adds even more complications. 
For those orders drop shipped by retailers or distributors on behalf of someone else, 
there are often retail compliance standards they must follow that make it appear as if the 
package came from wherever the client ordered it. 

Once you prove you can successfully fill orders through any channel, business will pick 
up accordingly. That is a welcome development, of course, but it presents its own issues. 
Your software must be scalable so that you do not outgrow the system. Order volumes 
fluctuate more frequently and are harder to predict in the world of omnichannel retail. A 
big sale or the holidays could bring a dramatic spike in the number of orders a warehouse 
fulfills, for example. So scalability is not just relevant to long-term growth; it can be crucial 
to your day-to-day operations, as well, since it’s now common for the number of orders 
to vacillate regularly. 

MANAGING RETURNS
More orders means more returns. That drives home the importance of reverse logistics – 
an aspect of the business that can be easy to overlook but must grow with the number of 
orders you fulfill. Today’s customers return more items – 25-30 percent of online orders 
are sent back compared to just 8-9 percent of in-store purchases, according to Supply & 
Demand Chain Executive1 . You need systems that support processes to restock and 
repackage items when they arrive back at your warehouse. Make sure your solutions have 
the adaptability to not only optimize the fulfillment process but also the returns process. 
The two go hand-in-hand, and both are crucial to the ultimate goal of providing a memorable 
experience for the customer. 

EVER-EVOLVING MARKET NEEDS AND REQUIREMENTS
Even as you build a supply chain that satisfies current customer preferences, you must 
remember this is an ever-evolving world. New customer expectations and new channels 
will demand new capabilities from your operations. If your company embraces that fluidity 
rather than resists it, you are built for consistent long-term growth. But to embrace change 
you need a system that allows you to adjust and deploy processes in a timely manner 

1  Vehec, Dave. “About Face – Reversal of Fortune,” Supply & Demand Chain Executive, Jan. 21, 2015. 
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whenever necessary. Relying on the vendor or a third-party consulting firm to execute 
these adjustments is not sustainable. You need the ability to control your own destiny – a 
key objective to keep in mind when evaluating different solutions.

HOW AN ADAPTABLE WMS FULFILLS THE PROMISE OF OMNICHANNEL & BEYOND
Crafting a strategy that will allow you to deliver the positive customer experiences that 
generate loyalty starts with technology. More specifically, adaptable technology that 
will enable your business to keep pace with your consumers. The centerpiece of your IT 
infrastructure is the warehouse management system (WMS), an indispensable tool for 
directing order fulfillment, tracking those orders and handling reverse logistics. 
 

It therefore makes sense that you should 
seek a flexible WMS. Your WMS should 
have the basic functionality needed to 
execute basic warehouse processes 
built-in. But from there it should give 
users the power to create business 
processes that optimize their operation. 
The definition of what optimizes your 
operation could obviously change over 
time, which is why that adaptability layer 
is so crucial. It means you can build 

differentiation from the competition with smarter, more efficient processes. If you find a 
better way to execute a certain task, your WMS and supporting solutions should allow 
you to do so. When the system stands in the way of that innovation, it nullifies a potential 
competitive advantage. That’s in line with the overarching goal of viewing your supply 
chain as a strategic differentiator – not just a cost center. And best of all, you save money. 
A system that allows you to adapt to the times means you don’t need to replace it down 
the road. Additionally, if the changes can be made in-house, that eliminates or at least 
reduces service bills. 

2

2  Rosenblum, Paula and Baird, Nikki. "Retail Insight: Moving Beyond Omnichannel,” Retail Systems 
Research, January 2017, Page 23.
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Two-day deliveries and returning items through any channel – even if it’s different than the one through which they purchased it – 
are both something customers expect today, according to analysts3 . It is a high bar, but the bottom line is it must be met at risk of 
a shrinking customer base and declining revenue. Investing in the best systems available is the only way to win. 

WHAT’S COMING NEXT FOR RETAILERS
Consumers do not think in “channels” and retailers should also try to abandon that mindset. As omnichannel becomes the norm 
rather than a new trend, there is a shift into the world of unified commerce. Unified commerce is the concept that there is one 
centralized source of information for everything, across all channels. It pulls information from the point-of-sale system, web, 
mobile and more into one place. 

This unified commerce framework will give you the inventory visibility you need even as your supply chain expands on a global 
level. To offer customers the products they want, where they want them, you need complete visibility. The goal of this approach 
is to design everything around the buyer experience. Consumer buying preferences were ranked as the greatest external force 
affecting retailers in 2016, per a survey conducted by Retail Systems Research4 . Seventy-four percent of companies saw that as 
an important force, compared to just 30 percent for omnichannel retailing. That is a clear sign that retailers need to rethink the way 
they invest their resources. 

In a true unified commerce environment, there is a single version of the truth. That means there is one source of data for your 
entire operation. Each piece of software is not managing different parts of the business with its own set of data. This is essential for 
not only inventory and order information but also returns and sourcing. As noted earlier, there are more returns than ever before, 
and it needs to be a streamlined process. Tracing a product to the manufacturer (sourcing) can be extremely valuable if there is a 
mass recall. It’s yet another part of the extensive supply chain visibility retailers need. 
 
Retailers must find creative ways to drive down costs because customers will only become more demanding. Profit margins will 
likely only continue to shrink as industry leaders offer even faster shipping, lower prices and other services that will shape a positive 
experience for the buyer. Once Amazon or the like offers those services, they quickly become the norm. Businesses of all sizes will 
need to cut out any inefficiencies in their supply chains to make up the difference. 

3 "Retail Insight: Moving Beyond Omnichannel,” Page 23. 
4 "Retail Insight: Moving Beyond Omnichannel,” Page 1.  
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In almost every industry, buyers are becoming 
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CONCLUSION
Your supply chain will be a differentiator if you choose solutions that work for you, not against you. When you can draw up ideas 
that will drive efficiency and actually act on those ideas, you begin to build a competitive advantage. The savings generated from 
those changes are then passed onto customers to create an even better shopping experience. That’s why adaptable technology 
that supports continuous process improvement is so crucial for retailers to remain relevant. The future is immensely bright for 
those who leave a lasting positive mark on their clients. 
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